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… there exists no historical community that has not been born out of a relation that 
can, without hesitation, best be likened to war. What we celebrate under the title of 
founding events are, essentially, acts of violence legitimated after the fact by a 
precarious state of right.  
Ricœur (2006:79) 
 
For, contrary to what one might think at first sight, the breaking of tradition does not 
at all mean the loss or devaluation of the past: it is rather likely that only now the past 
can reveal itself with a weight and an influence it never had before. 
Agamben (1994: 162) 
 
If battlefields, war cemeteries, monuments, mausoleums and museums are physically 
the most obvious symbolic sites of a conflict heritage, there is also the altogether 
more insidious evidence that can be traced in wider, non-European, landscapes that 
have been riven and racialised by conflicts over the interpretation and representation 
of the past. The subordination of others to a particular telling of time and place, often 
through the deployment of racialising categories of power and value, where as Fanon 
reminds us in Black Skin, White Masks, to be ‘black’ is already to be marked as the 
subordinated, introduces the centrality of European colonialism and imperialism to 
the making of modernity. This is to open up the past, its archives, monuments and 
processes of museumification, to novel and frequently unauthorised questions. Here, 
for example, certain postcolonial artistic practices and works provide and provoke a 
transversal passage over this terrain. To nominate a racialised space is precisely to 
cast considerations beyond provincial European conflict and its aftermath.  
 
To introduce race into the landscapes, memory and archives of the past, is insist on 
the colonial fashioning of the modern world. Behind the European strife of the 
Twentieth century, shaped and shattered by world wars and genocide, lie the longer 
and deeper history of European colonialism and its imperialist apotheosis in the 
violent bio-politics of racist profiling and the governance of the non-European world 
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that came home with a vengeance in the Shoah. This often unacknowledged 
inheritance is inscribed in the very bodies and lives that were rendered the subordinate 
objects of a European subjectivity. Beyond the obvious request at this point to 
reconfigure the historical past to accommodate, respond and take responsibility for 
the structural occlusion and omission of the colonised world as an actor and maker of 
the modern world, lies the trauma of a truncated memory. If in the depths of time 
there lies an archaeology of past matters, we also know that they remain, 
acknowledged or not, pertinent to the present. The contemporary is marked by an 
image of time that is always lacerated, creased and incomplete. Memory is precisely 
the image of the presence of that absence.  As such, memory as the exercise of 
representation and repression reveals the ‘fundamental relation of history to violence’ 
(Ricœur, 2006: 79). 
 
In this sense, the radical review of the representation of the past through a 
postcolonial critique or a postcolonial art practice cannot simply be limited to 
reconsidering physical objects, now located in a diverse heuristic space. Rather, in 
populating the present, such bodies, memories and lives come to be profoundly 
interlocked in ‘the problematic of the representation of the past.’ (Ricœur, 2006: xvi) 
This, and setting Paul Ricœur in conversation with Georges Didi-Huberman, is to 
encounter the ‘enigma of an image’. For images, even those we are most accustomed 
to, are loaded with time; that is, with more time that any of us can contain or 
comprehend (Didi-Huberman, 2000). The power of the images lies in its potential to 
explode the present and exceed the consensual manner of its framing. Hence the art 
work – as a piece of sound or visual installation, as a novel or a painting – promotes 
this explosive potential.  
 
The body of the native, the indigenous, the non-European, invariably non-white, but 
no longer a dumb object, has today become a subjective and subjecting force that can 
bend and fold the imposed script of a prevalent historical and cultural intelligibility 
into another narrative, another telling of time and an new, unsuspected ‘ecology of 
citizenship’. Perhaps, it is important to insist at this point that the critical operation 
proposed here does not lie in recovering forgotten and negated artefacts, or registering 
an unsung history, but rather in radically reconfiguring the history we have, precisely 
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in order to install the intervals and silences that disturb its coherence and deviate its 
teleology. In this scenario we touch ‘the legitimation of the duty of memory as a duty 
of justice’ (Ricœur, 2006: 89). 
 
The modern museum, its collections, displays and catalogues, inevitably casts its gaze 
backwards while seeking to dialogue with the present. It is the site of histories, 
memories, often of nostalgia and imagined communities. To intersect this backward 
trajectory with the imperatives of the present, proposing future configurations 
destined to uproot earlier authoritative gazes and curatorial certainties, is consciously 
to consider the museum as an inevitable ruin and to draw critical energy from this 
corpse-like condition. The references here are clearly to Walter Benjamin, and not 
simply to the famed angel of history staring backwards on the accumulated debris of 
the past while being blown ineluctably into the future, but also to the Baroque idea of 
the ruin as a cut or fold in time that shatters the fragile linearity of historicism. A 
disruption and multiplication of time finds in the ruin the accommodation of other 
tempos and the spaces that accommodate others.   
 
As a multiple, hence heterotopic, rather than a homogeneous utopian, space, the 
museum, opened to the language and prospects of ruination, secretes an unsuspected 
pact between the poetics of the European Baroque and the contemporary coordinates 
of planetary postcoloniality. In both, individual subjectivity is displaced by claims of 
alterity and a mortality that exceeds the individual will. Perhaps the recognition that 
historical and anthropological ‘objects’ housed in the Occidental archive have now 
refused such a status and insist on their rights to subjectivity and worlding the world 
anew from other perspectives is similar in measure to the shattering European 
‘discovery’ of both the New World and a heliocentric universe in the Sixteenth 
century. Perhaps. In both cases, a cut is exercised on an existing body of knowledge 
and power. In the resonance between the poetry of John Donne and Derek Walcott, 
lies the registration of worldly excess that interrogates and interrupts the stilled 
edification of the past organised around the positive progress of the self.  
 
At this point, it might be instructive to turn back into the spirals of the Baroque 
accompanied by a stranger, for example, Frantz Fanon. It has been, above all, Fanon 
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who has taught us, as much as Foucault, about the objectification of bodies, histories 
and cultures, their classification and organisation in systems of power and knowledge. 
Of course, what Fanon teaches us is that these grids apply not only internally to 
Europe, but also to the non-European world that, once colonised, set in play the global 
formation of the modern world.  
 
These considerations alert us to geography and place, to the spatial distribution of 
powers and the asymmetrical exercise of knowledge. Any object, monument or 
museum, just like any memory or history, is inevitably caught and suspended in these 
networks. It is in this space, still evolving, that the work of postcolonial artists, 
acquires it critical edge. The art and aesthetics that emerges in this vector is not, of 
course, merely the symptom of this manner of thinking and perceiving the world. It 
does not merely drag into view and hearing the previously occluded, forgotten and 
negated: the return of the repressed, colonial world in the coordinates of the present. 
The challenge of this art lies precisely in the willingness to engage with the colonising 
heritage itself, with its languages, technologies, aesthetics and ethics, rerouting them 
through the altogether more disturbed spaces and places of a modernity that has not 
been, and is not always, authorised by Europe. Here the framing of both the past and 
the present exceeds a single point of view consigned to an institution or an individual. 
 
Such a proposal clearly does not seek to cancel the past, or simply to substitute the 
prevalent version with an alternative; rather, it seeks to reconfigure that past in a 
manner that renders it present, complex, incomplete and open to interpretations yet to 
come. It may well be the case that institutional practices are unable to respond to this 
altogether more open and unstable sense of time and place. For it proposes an uneven 
and discontinuous history of gaps and silences, holes that can be registered but never 
filled. As in Wim Wenders’ sky over Berlin (Der Himmel uber Berlin, 1987), there is 
a past, a memory, too vast to be owned, or rendered transparent. Considered as a ruin, 
and the site of mourning and potential reworking, the past and its institutional 
representations, is neither closed nor conclusive.  The historical space becomes the 
place and site of an impossible recovery. Figuring the traces of absences that 
constitute a sedimented presence – negated, displaced – postcolonial art promotes a 
reconfiguration of the history and culture that previously refused the claims of the 
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occluded on the present and the future. This means to re-propose and re-present the 
historical past – its framings and explanations – as a apparatus of power, and render 
critical the institutional labels of history, culture, tradition and identity that it sustains. 
 
It is surely more significant at this point to abandon the prevalent narrative in the 
gardens of historicism and to lean into the margins, there to catch the whiff of a 
counter-historiography. Today, it is impossible to pretend to narrate the past, to 
explore the archive, to mine memory, after Nietzsche and Freud, after Gramsci and 
Benjamin, after Derrida and Foucault, as though we are dealing with dead objects to 
be grasped and revealed in the seemingly neutral language of a knowledge – ‘history’ 
– guaranteed by the scholarly protocols of the human and social ‘sciences’. All of 
these terms – history, human, archive, memory, social, science – are susceptible to 
interrogation, interruption, contestation and reconfiguration. Recently, the Italian 
philosophy Roberto Esposito has rightly suggested that the necessary contestation of 
this historicist reasoning should be cast further back to the initial chapters of 
Occidental modernity to include Nicolò Machiavelli, Giordano Bruno and 
Giambattista Vico: all thinkers who based their thinking on the contingent and the 
complexities that escape both subjective and conceptual arrest (Esposito: 2011). 
Opposed to an immunology sought in the conceptual solidity of the Cartesian subject, 
the Hobbesian state and their subsequent reconfirmation by historicism and its liberal 
epistemology, we find ourselves confronting the unguaranteed and dynamic renewal 
of individual and collective potentialities without the protection of conservative 
concepts that seek to still time and control contingency. 
 
Registering the traces of an other history, the history of silence and oblivion, the 
aesthetic gesture is simultaneously an ethical one. Re-proposing and reconfiguring a 
past in the light of the excluded is to transform the art object into a subjectivising 
force in which we are invited not so much to think of art, but rather to think with art. 
The Kantian divide between the observing subject and the object contemplated is here 
undone as we are carried into another space, sustained in another telling of time and 
place: a new and unsuspected right to narrate. It is not accidental that so much 
postcolonial art is not simple figural, restricted to painting and sculpture, but 
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increasingly tends towards the multimedial in which audio-visual installations are 
transformed into multisensory, even disorientating, environments.  
 
At this point we return to the Nietzschean proposal that aesthetics is not, as Kant 
insisted, about disinterested contemplation. Aesthetics is about power, about the 
power of art and the magical violence that was feared by Plato and embraced by 
Artaud. Also, and by no means separate from that magic, art is about the networks of 
power in which we all suspended, sustained and explained. This is simply, but 
crucially, to argue that art is not about the disinterested object of beauty but, 
subtracted from metaphysics and returned to life, is a violent disturbance. Art is 
necessarily an anti-social activity that refuses to reproduce the consensus, and 
ultimately, in refusing to remain the object of subjective contemplation, stages a 
critique of humanism. As Giorgio Agamben has put it, the problem of art today is the 
destruction of the aesthetic (Agamben, 1994: 65). 
 
While Agamben muses on the fall-out of this destruction, and the fact that it might 
simply lead to the dissipation of all possibilities of comprehending art, that is, the end 
of the practice and perspective of art itself; it might be the case to transfer the 
question to a more extensive map. The disenchantment and destruction of the Kantian 
aesthetic, and the irreversible disturbance in the subject-object relationship of power, 
brought on by the art work that exceeds our conceptual control, is perhaps best 
understood as an allegory of a world that is irreducible to a singular point of view. A 
world in which other bodies, lives, histories and cultures were reduced to objects of 
aesthetic and intellectual contemplation, were reduced to military, economical, 
political and academic discipline, is part of a colonial enterprise that is now 
unwinding. The excavation of that history of power and museumology, of its 
archiving powers and violence, can hardly be said to be complete; it has only just 
begun. To register that violence – ‘the violence of the archive itself, as archive, as 
archival violence’ (Derrida, 1998: 7) – is to register an epistemological cut or wound 
on the body of the modern occidental subject that has rendered the world and its 
inhabitants an object. As Frantz Fanon frequently pointed out, the ‘epistemological 
violence’ (Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak) of coloniality cuts both ways. If colonial 
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violence on others betrayed a planetary intention, it also seeded the structural violence 
of global modernity in which we ourselves are subjugated and subjectified. 
 
This is not to return art, now stripped on humanist illusions, to a simple renovation. 
Rather, the art discourse itself, as practice and institution, as gallery space and 
museum archive, as aesthetic and commercial value, is pushed beyond the critical 
confines of self-confirmation. It is deterritorialised. Today, ‘our appreciation of art 
necessarily begins with our cancellation of art’ (Agamben 1994: 65); it is, as it were, 
under erasure. It is in this altogether less guaranteed space that a postcolonial cut 
exposes art, along with the memories and histories that vibrate in the image, to the 
tempos and spatialities of an altogether less controlled territory. This is the 
postcolonial cut, perhaps barely acknowledged, occasionally tacked on as an 
innovative turn or, more simply, ignored, and yet structurally inscribed in a modernity 
that is not only of our making. 
 
Uncoupling art from the Kantian aesthetics, and acknowledging art working (Ettinger 
2006) in a composite planetary modernity, is to subvert art by art. For the question of 
art, the histories and memories sustained in the image, become part of a wider critical 
detour that takes us into a postcolonial problematic. Here the potential and power of 
the image – as artistic practice, as presumed aesthetic object, as historical testimony – 
has now to respond to an altogether more worldly series of coordinates. The critical 
guarantees of an aesthetic secured in the measurements of Occidental humanism and 
the abstract rule of its reason becomes itself a ruin, an archive: it is certainly not 
cancelled, but neither can it be restored. At this point, as Giorgio Agamben has 
pointed out, the archive becomes a permanent interrogation of the status of the 
original and the metaphysical assumptions that saturate it (Agamben: 1994). The 
transformation of the image-objects into words and explanation, into discourse, 
becomes altogether more fraught. To interrupt the discursive frame is to permit the 
transit and translation of a body of words into another, inconclusive, space that 
troubles, disrupts and exceeds the museum and the monument’s desire for conceptual 
stability and semantic stillness. 
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In this dissemination and dispersal of the object’s referentiality, we are left, as 
Jacques Derrida reminds us, with a trace of what can never be recovered yet still 
persists in time as an interrogation, a potential interruption. The presence of this trace 
splits and divides the present, and memory becomes the rupture of organised time. 
Time is ruffled, folded, split and cut: ‘since the past is constituted not after the present 
that it was but at the same time, time has to split itself in two at each moment as 
present and past, which differ from each other in nature, or, what amounts to the same 
thing, it has to split the present in two heterogeneous directions, one of which is 
launched towards the future while the other falls into the past… Time consists of this 
split…’ (Deleuze, 1989: 65) 
 
In a multimedia installation from 1997 – Relocating the Remains (subsequently 
transformed into a book and accompanying CD-ROM: Piper 1997) the black British 
artist Keith Piper reworks the scattered inheritance and memories of the black 
Atlantic into an alternative telling of modernity (Piper: 1997). Via sound and image 
we are drawn into an uncomfortable and disturbing series of passages in which the 
usually marginalised phenomena of modernity, generally relegated to an unfortunate 
socio-economic detail, is re-centred. Race, racism and the diaspora accompanying the 
journey into slavery become the trope of telling the history of Occidental modernity: 
the realisation of its political economy, of its democracies and cultural formations 
around the shores of the modern Atlantic world. Here Africa and the Americas, 
geographically distanced from Europe, and seemingly peripheral to metropolitan 
concerns and lives, become dramatically proximate. More than that, these apparently 
distant shores and histories are revealed to be integral to a modernity that has 
historically and culturally sought to marginalise, subordinate, if not to cancel and 
negate, such matters.  The temporal and physical distances calculated by geography 
and Greenwich are overlaid and confuted by maps of bio-political power that render 
the subordinate, subaltern and enslaved body intimate: the pristine corpus of the West 
turns out to have always been inhabited by others. The rationalisation of goods and 
bodies – on the slave ship, in the plantation system and its anticipation of factory 
labour –  promotes a capitalist accumulation that realises the political economy of the 
modern Atlantic world, and, ultimately, planetary modernity. 
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This world of obscured labour requisitions the present with the unwelcomed work of 
memory. He or she who was once simply othered and objectified as ‘black’, slips out 
and beyond the hierarchies of ‘race’ to challenge the categories and concepts that 
reduced him or her to bondage. As a ‘song of freedom’ (Bob Marley), the workings of 
art redeem the past from the chains of ‘mental slavery’ (ibid), promoting forgotten 
bodies, histories and lives to interrogate and interrupt the present. Dead matter 
becomes a living archive. The forgotten and forsaken line memory with an unsolicited 
insistence. That dark time returns and the body of the past refuses burial. Just as with 
a baroque tombeau, there emerges out of the recesses of time another time; a time 
sustained in fragments – of sounds and signs, of voices and lives, of remainders and 
reminders – that punctuate the present. Through such holes in time, cuts in the 
narrative seeking a self-confirming conclusion, Piper’s work leaves us suspended in 
the crisscrossing of passages between an unregistered and unreconciled past and a 
future justice. The present fragments, for there is no consolation, no conclusive return 
home. Or, rather, it is precisely this condition, critically cut and historically set adrift 
from the comfort of previous moorings that now becomes our home. 
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